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Judit Molnar

FROM FROM THE HAZEL BOUGH TO FROM THE HAZEL BOUGH¥*
"On whatever scale, and in whatever

language, a literary text is always
a piece of linguistic performance.".
/Raymond Chapman/

I.

So far not much stylistic analysis has been done on Cana-
dian literature; critics have mainly been interested in the
question what makes a Canadian literary pieéeAparticularly
Canadian. This is, certainly, an interesting issue but this

time I am going to approach the poem From the Hazel Bough by

Farle Birney from the point of view of 1iterar§ stylistics.
In spite of the fact that Earle Birney is one of the out-
standing poets of our century, I do not think that many people

would be familiar with his poem From the Hazel Bough.

That is why I put it down in full and ask the reader to fol-
low the path that leads from From the Hazel Bough to from
the hazel bough.’

From the Hazel Bough

I met-a lady

‘on a lazy street
Hazel eyes

and little plush feet

her legs swam by

like lovely trout
eyes were trees

where boys leant out
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hands in the dark
a river side
round breasts rising

with the fingers' tide

She was plump as a finch
and live as a salmon
gay as silk and

pround as a Brahmin

we winked when we met

and laughed when we.parted
never took time

to be brokenhearted

but no man sees ,
" where the trout lie now °
or what leans out

from the hazel bough

Literay critics and linguists have long been arguing
about the validity of stylistics and have never been able to
come to an agreement. Before the "close reading" of the poen,
I would like to emphasize that the stylistic approach is
only one of the possible approaché;; providing some means for
the understanding of a literéry piece without claiming to be
any more objective than other ways of interpreting litera-'
ture. 1 can only agree with what I.A. Richards says: "A poem
may be regarded as a suitcase /I regret that my metaphor is
so old-fashioned/ which the poet may think he packs and the
reader may think he unpacks."l

Reading the poem one would tend to think that the title
and the last line /which are identical here, therefore could
be called the "frame" of the poem/ set strict limits to the
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poem's world. This is qnly true, however, if we think that
the poet grasps one moment in time and does not proceed any
further. But he does: from From the Hézel'hough to from the
hazel bough: Through this circle the poem, as we shall see
later, obtains an almost infinite span of time.

‘'This poem has been described as crypticz; my aim, through
a careful reading and a possible analysis of the pdem's per-
sonification, synechdoches, metaphors and similes, is to ‘
make it less ambiguous and more enjoyable forrthe reader.
The figures of speech in the poem are concerned either'Qith
the 1ady'é way of moving and and her physical appearance or
Qith her eyes. These two images are in the focus of the
poemy what struck first the poet, and the reader about the
lady were her hazel eyes and little plush feet.3 So much so

that her hazel éxes and her little plush feet actually stand

for the lady's whole person. Thus, they are clear examples
for synechdoche; part stands for the whole. Our ideas will

be gathered around our two first impressions: the lady's

" _hazel eyes and her little plush feet but in reversed order.

II.

The visual image of the poem itself suggests movement.
Everything is alive here, everything moves. Moving and being
alive go together. In order to achieve this effect the poet

incorporated the lady, the boys, the Brahmin and himself

/human beings/; the tree with its boughs /a plant/; the
trout, the finch, the salmon /animals/ into his poem. Move-

ment is expressed in several ways. The following verbs are

used for this purpose: met, swam by, leant, riéing, winked,

laughed, parted, took. With the exception of swam by and -

rising these verbs, in their present grammatical forms, ex-
press momentary actions. We have the sense of an on-going
movement set against the background: a lazy street. Street

is personified, being endowed with a quality /laziness/

* characteristic of living beings thus contrasting the still
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background with the foreground of action/s/. Personification
is carried out with the help of an adjective /lazy/ and not

a verb which is less frequent and presents an explicit case
of fore-grounding. "The word foregrounding is used to de-
scribe’ the kind of deviation which has the function of bring-

ing some item into artistic emphasis so that it stands out
from its surroundings.4 ‘

The. ground for the simile her legs.swam by/like lové}x

trout is a particular kind of movement: swimming. The lady
walked by so moothly as if she were gliding along. Let me
point out here that the fourth stanza consists of four sim-
iles, too. Simile as such is usuélly less in the centre of
interest than metaphor, often it is not even considered to
be a trope.-I agree with Chapman, however, who says: "Sim-
ile is the root-notion of tropes: the comparison derived
from likeness perceived betweeh two referents. There is
clearly a very wide range of choice here, and the success-
-ful literary simile will point a likeness not usually dis-
cérned yet not so far-reachéd as to be purely subjective and
. therefore uncommunicative. At least one item generally re-
fers to ébmething perceptible by the senses, which fore-
grounds the other item by its actuality."5 It is not by ac~-
cideht that with the exception of gay as silk and pround as
a Brahmin, animalé: the finch, the salmon, the trout serve
as vehicles for the similes. The salmon and the trout are
very similar fishes known of their brisk swimming: her legs .
swam by/like lerly trout; live as a salmon. Her little

plush feet, already in the first stanza, refers to the lady's
graceful gait in spite of her being plump as a finch. Of all

the similes gay as silk is the most poetic. The interpreta-
tion of the other similes is not so much context-bound as is
the case with gay as silk. Tf we take gay as silk in the con-
text of the poem and relate it to the first stanéa, theﬁ

. apart from the meaning that she was as "brilliant” as silk in

’
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general is, we may discover some further overtone to it. The
adjectival construction, also a synechdoche, little plush
feet in the fourth line of the first stanza refers to the
lady:s way of walking. Plush can mean a type of silk /!/
with a soft nap. In the context of the whole poem where an
overwhelming sense of movement is manifest, the lady's gait
could provide a possible ground for the simile gay as silk,
too. That is, the simile may refer, apart from the her
physical appearance and emotional state, to the lady's
graceful gaif; what is more,.to her somewhat ostentatious
/gay/ manner of walking. In general similes are less evoca-
tive than metaphors, still it should not prevent ué from re-
veéling more and more meanings while interbreting them. "The
léﬁguage of a poem seems characteristically ‘'concentrated!’
because it allows for such_an éxtraordinary and continuous
expansiveness of meaning, not confined to finite and partic-
ular, determinants, but drawing on all we know that we can
relate to it. The language of the poem continues to mean as
long as we have meanings to provide for it. Its meanings
are exhausted only at the limits of the reader's own experi-
ence and 1maglnat10n n6

The tenor in all of the poem's similes is she, the lady.

The vehicles vary; a Brahmin, silk, a trout, a finch, a

salmon. Animals dominate, more precisely fishes; there are
altogether three references to fishes in the poem which is
very much in harmony with. the third stanza: a river side;

fingers' tide. In this poem, unlike many other Canadian lit-

erary pieces, the animals are not "victims" and no one
drowns in the river; instead it is here, on the bank of the
river that the lady and the poet come really close to each
other. ’

The woman is depicted in the third stanza not as met in
the street but probably latér. A river side on the one hand
sets the scene, but it can also refer to the woman's flank.
The ground for the metaphor is the wave—like motion and the



- 180 -

similar look of the river and the woman's flank. The meta-
phorical meaning is made even more plausible by the l;st

two lines in the stanza® round breasts rising /the undulat-

ing motion of the breasts is suggested/ and the fingers'
tide. The hands in the first line are the woman's hands,

swinging her arms as she was walking. The fingers, however,

belong to the poet stroking the woman; the up and down move-
ment is like the tide ebbing and flowing which provides the

ground for the simile.

IIT.
Now let us turn to the hazel éyes which were trees/where

boys leant out. On the basis of their colour hazel eyes can

be indentified with the bush itself. But something more is
meant here indicated by using the very word tree itself. The

metaphor eyes were trees is transferred even further: to a

symbol. "With metaphor, the poet talks about object X as
though it were a Y; he uses Y-terminology to refer to X.
With symbolism, he presents an object, X, and without his
necessarily mentioning a further object, his way of present-
ing X makes us think that it is not only X, but also is or
stands for something more than itself-some Y or other, or a
number of 'Y's. It is as though, in doing this, the poet
were trying to leap out of the medium of language altogether
and to make his meaning speak through objects instead of
through words. Even though he does not tell us what the ob-
ject X ‘stands éor, or even that it does stand for anything,
he makes us believe that it means, to him at least, some-

7

thing beyond itself.”’ Here something similar but not ex-

actly the same happens; by adding where boys leant out to

the metaphor he created, the poet endows it with a symbolic
meaning. He explicitly turns his "private” metaphor into a

traditional symbol.
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eyes were treées/where boys leant out

'l :

metaphor — — — — — e Y
symbol=< "~

"In its most general sense, the symbolism of the tree de-
notes the life of the cosmos: its consistence, growth, pro-
liferation, generative and regenerative processes."

"Though its seasonal dying and renewal it became a femaie
symbol of the earth's fecundity. The birth of Hedonist from
a tree, retold as a Greek myth, was originally celebrated

as part of a primitive fertility rite."9 As far as the tree
as symmbol is concerned these two expianations should suffice
for our study. Here the poet presents X /the esyes/ as mean-
ing something beyond themselves; a possible future: de-

scendants.

Iv.

On a first reading this poém may seem to be an "easy"
lyric '‘piece but. the world it comprises is definitely of a
serious nature. The two images-the poem is actually buiit
on are brought together in the last stanza just like in the
second stanza and the last two lines of the first stanza.
But the difference is obvious. In the second stanza: her
legs swam by/like lovely trout, but in the last stanza-the

movement slows down: where the trout lie now.Her legs are

no longer, moving they lie. This metaphor /her legs identi-
fied with the trout's moving, more precisely with their
not-moving) can only be interpreted in the context of the
whole poem just like the simile gay as silk. If the trout.
only lie now and have ceased to move then, accordingly, she
may as well rest in peace for ever. The "memento mori mo-

tif“lo is, indeed, present in the poem. This is a sudden and
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unexpected ending especially because it is so much inlcon—
trast with the previous stanza which is lively and happy.
But the feeling of shortness is there, too; we would tend
to think that it was only on one occasion that the lady and
the poet met but because of the line never took time, it

would seem more like several times. Whichever one, this "af-

fair" was so short that they did not have the time to be
broken-hearted. At the end of the poem, however, the poet

does sound brokenhearted. Turning back to our metaphor and
symbol eyes were trees/where boys leant out; there was the-

possibility of some future /offsprings/ in her eyes but that
future in the last stanza has already become a past, an un-
fulfilled past, for the poet at least.

but no man sees
where the trout lie now
"or what leans out

from the hazel bough

This is how we get from From the Hazel Bough to from the ha-

zel bough; from-the eyes promising a future to a disillu-~
sioned, uncertain present and an even less certain future.
The path in between is hard.

V.

It is hard, from a different point of view, for the read-
er, too: the poem is cryptic and enigmatic, but hopefully,
even if we discovered meanings that were never intended, it
has become less obscure by now. "The point is that we do not
seek the one and 'correct' interpretation, for any meaning
which the language can bear is correct within the poem."11
With this, I would only like to invite further analyses
through which new, or perhaps similar but more ekhaustive in-

terpretations could be attained.
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am more than grateful to Earle Birney for encouraging my

endeavours and for sharing his views with me. My thanks go

to Helen Thomas as well /at the time of the paper's prepa-

ration lecturer at E6tvds Lérand University, Budapest/ for

her careful reading of the poem and for exchanging her

ideas with me.
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